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Social work education in Eastern Europe is marked by a historical period of
state socialism and its socially constructed understanding of the person and
the collective. Since the individual was subsumed by the collective, and so-
cial policy served the goals of the communist state, social work education in
Eastern Europe has traditionally focused on the theories of collective social
justice and equality. Theories of economic and social justice and universal
social protection are still more represented than the theories of self-determi-
nation and the understanding of human rights from the universalist-particu-
larist perspective. The key epistemological challenges are the understanding
of diversity, empowerment and the ethical dilemmas in social work. There is
a gap between social work education and social work practice, which opens
some concerns about the methodological approaches of teaching, the selec-
tion of the students and the large numbers of newly qualified social workers
every year. Educators previously came from sociology, psychology and law
sciences, while today social work teachers most often come from the social
work discipline and social work is taught at universities. Most social work
departments have undergraduate and master programs and some have also
developed doctoral programs.
The Eastern European region is geographically, historically and socially a wide and diverse
territory and social work education depends and is influenced by two time periods and
political as well as social regimes: state socialism (in some countries from 1921 but mostly
after 1946 until 1991) and the post-socialist transition (1991 until present times). The
region encompasses the former Soviet Union republics (Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus,
Estonia, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Latvia, Lithuania, Moldova, Russian Federa-
tion, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Ukraine, Uzbekistan), Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Kosovo, Macedonia, Montenegro, Serbia and countries that have become part of the Euro-
pean Union in 2004 (Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, Slovenia, Slovakia, including the
three Baltic countries already mentioned), in 2007 (Bulgaria, Romania) and in 2013 (Croa-
tia). There is no single definition of what is Eastern Europe, but in order to understand the
development of social work education the common denominator is state socialism.
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In addition to state socialism, the pre-communist period of the three different empires
(Habsburg, Ottoman and Russian Tsars), geographical and economic differences, large dis-
parities between urban and rural areas, religious influences (Roman Catholic, Orthodox,
Muslim), multiethnic territories, and relations between ethnic groups contributed to the
state of today’s social work education, social welfare institutions and professional practices.
As the philosophy of social work sees the person within his or her context (biographical,
social, political, structural), like social work practice itself which is always contextual and
local, so also the development of social work needs to be understood within its impedi-
ments in different places, times and power contexts.
Social work schools and programs in the region
Despite the belief that social work did not exist in Eastern Europe prior to 1991, today
there is considerable research which shows that professional social work education was es-
tablished in some countries in the region after World War 1 (Poland, Hungary, Romania,
Bulgaria), but was disrupted and closed down at the end of World War 2, or soon after
(Hering & Waaldijk 2003; Schilde & Schulte 2005; Hering & Waaldijk 2006). For the com-
munist leadership, social work was associated with capitalist ideology, seen as backward
and a counter-ideology compared with the socialist idea that universal employment would
ensure all other economic, social and emotional needs of people and establish the system
of universal social and health protection.
Yugoslavia was the only communist country which had established schools for social
work after the communist takeover (in 1952 in Croatia, in 1955 in Slovenia, in 1957 in
Macedonia and Serbia, and in 1958 in Bosnia and Herzegovina), which is today perceived
as a unique development of social work education under communism (Zaviršek 2005,
2008, 2012). The understanding of ‘socialist social work’ from the communist period was
that ‘social work carries out the goals of social policy’ and social workers were primar-
ily expected to work in the areas of social assistance delivery, family protection (which
included foster care for children who had lost parents during the war or who were aban-
doned, and divorced and single mothers) and to prevent ‘deviancies’ (especially alcoholism
and intentional unemployment). Social work education was imposed from above to in-
fluence the everyday life of people (Zaviršek 2008, 2012). The social work teachers were
with rare exception members of the Communist Party and only ideas and practices accept-
able to the regime were taught and practised. During the 1970s a social work teacher from
Slovenia translated a classic social work book Concepts and methods of social work written
by Walter Friedlander in 1958 and, after that, a respected party member teacher was asked
to rescue him, otherwise he would be expelled from the school.
After 1991, all countries of Eastern Europe with the exception of Turkmenistan estab-
lished social work education, mainly as a four or five year university program. Most of the
programs were established with the support of international organisations, and in most
cases Western academics (mainly from the US and Europe) were involved in the devel-
opment of the departments, schools or programs. Some programs depend entirely upon
Western funds. During the establishment of the first social work department in Ukraine at
the Kiev Mohyla University in the early 1990, the classrooms were named after the names
of the donors, like ‘the Swiss room’, while only social work students who were enrolled in a
Western-funded educational project were entitled to drink English tea during the breaks to
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warm up their cold hands (D. Zaviršek, participant observation, Kiev, winter 1997). There
were many Western ‘social work missionaries’ who didn’t take account of culturally appro-
priate social work approaches and contexts and clearly dominated the local academics who
struggled with poor language skills and lack of international experience. Simultaneously
there were also a number of those who wanted to learn and to teach on an equal ground,
carried books in their own suitcases in order to plant the seeds for the local social work li-
braries, helped students to get scholarships and accommodated them in their homes across
the globe.
Due to such developments, social work education in Eastern Europe has become
inevitably international. Eastern European social work students often knew more about
social work in English-speaking countries, but had few ideas and almost no structural sup-
port to adopt and implement the transformed knowledge into the local context.
Until recently, educators in the region came from other social sciences (mostly so-
ciology, psychology and law), while today social work teachers most often come from
the social work discipline taught at the universities. Most social work departments have
undergraduate and master’s programs, but some developed doctoral programs too. The hi-
erarchy between other social science disciplines (psychology, pedagogy, special education,
law) remains untouched, with social work being at the bottom of them. One of the rare ex-
ceptions is Georgia today, where social workers are among the most wanted and best paid
professionals within the caring professions in the country. They are seen as having a mod-
ern and good-quality education compared with the old-fashioned Soviet-type education of
some other professionals (D. Zaviršek, personal communication, 23 November 2013, Tbil-
isi).
The country with the largest number of social work undergraduate programs is the
Russian Federation (175 social work departments and programs), followed by Ukraine
(with about 50 social work programs), Kazakhstan (22 social work programs), Czech Re-
public (15 programs), Azerbaijan and Kyrgyzstan (with seven universities where social
work has been taught), Bulgaria (with five) and Romania (with four universities) (Iarskaia-
Smirnova 2013). The universities with social work programs which have been developed
lately are in Montenegro in 2003, Georgia in 2004, Uzbekistan in 2004, and Kosovo in
2012. After the year 2000, intensive development in international collaboration in teaching
and student exchange took place and many postgraduate master’s studies appeared across
the region; for instance in Armenia in 2000, in Belarus in 2001, in Azerbaijan in 2005, in
Kyrgyzstan in 2006, in Moldova in 2007, in Georgia in 2008, etc. (Rutgers University Cen-
ter for International Social Work 2008). The processes of the academisation of social work
are seen in research and the establishment of doctoral studies in social work in Armenia,
the Czech Republic, Estonia, Georgia, Romania and Slovenia. A cross-national collabora-
tion is shown also in the first International Doctoral Program in Social Work and Social
Policy – Indosow, from 2009, which is run by a consortium of the schools of social work
from the East and the West and was initiated, quite unusually, by an Eastern European
school of social work (Zaviršek 2009a).
Today, most of the countries have national associations of social workers and some
of them, like the Czech Republic, also have an association of social work educators (since
2009). Social work academics have been active in establishing a number of academic jour-
nals mostly in local languages; for example: The Journal of Social Policy Studies based at
Saratov University, Social Work based at the University of Ljubljana and established already
in 1962, Social Policy and Social Work based at the University of Belgrade and established
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in 1971, and many more. Some of the journals contain a mixture of local and foreign lan-
guages (e.g. Social Work Review based at the University of Bucharest, Social Work Yearbook
based at the University of Zagreb), while some of them are published in English only, like
for example Social Work in Transition from the Kyiv-Mohyla Academy and Sheffield Hal-
lam University. In 2008, the schools of social work from the region have established the
East European Sub-regional Association of the Schools of Social Work which brings to-
gether a large network of social work schools and scholars from the region. Most of the
schools in the region follow the work of the International Association of the Schools of So-
cial Work including its global documents and the global social work definition, although
only a handful of the schools are its members.
One of the disturbing characteristics of social work education in some countries from
the region is a high number of social work students who are enrolled in the universities
due to the lack of employment. The quantity of the students threatens the quality of social
work education, especially when the topics of professional values and ethics are in ques-
tion. Some social work programs have become hybrid academic-welfare institutions which
‘care’ for young people in the way that they keep them within the educational system until
the age of 25 or more in order to prevent their early unemployment. The schools of so-
cial work in Slovenia or in Bosnia and Herzegovina are examples of such trends, but not
the only ones. The Department of Social Work at the University of Sarajevo enrols 500 un-
dergraduates on a yearly basis. All of them are taught and supervised by not more than
11 academic staff, mostly hard-working and under-paid female academics employed at the
department. One of the social work teachers bitterly complained: ‘The government is buy-
ing itself social peace while offering 500 social work students’ placements at the university!’
(D. Zaviršek, personal communication, 16 March 2013, Sarajevo). Social work education
itself has become a form of state social welfare intervention in neoliberal conditions. In
Bosnia and Herzegovina the official rate of unemployment is more than 44% which is
higher than in Greece with the deepest economic crisis among European countries (Slado-
jević 2012). The students, who experience this form of welfare-educational system, also
know that they have little chance for employment as social workers, which influences their
motivation and the learning atmosphere.
This is one of the reasons why most social work programs across the region have
been lacking reflective and practice oriented learning, close supervision during the prac-
tice placements, and training in social work ethics. Many social work topics are contested
and demand time and space in order to transform students’ value systems and taken-for-
granted assumptions about people’s needs, dignity, ability and social work interventions.
The medical model in the area of people with disabilities and mental health problems trav-
els from one generation to another as taken-for-granted knowledge which needs – in order
to be transformed into a social and holistic model of human beings – time, student and
teacher engagement and a safe atmosphere. While state socialism has focused primarily
on one type of inequality – economic injustice and consequently poverty – which social
workers across Eastern Europe still today recognise as the main danger for human dignity,
other human situations which could also cause discrimination and inhumane conditions,
like multidimensional gender inequality, ethnic discrimination and hatred, and homopho-
bia, are not seen as equally important as the right for economic redistribution.
Eastern European societies have difficulties with diversity (similar to postcolonial and
remaining communist countries globally) and therefore social work education has an even
bigger responsibility to teach diversity as a conscious learning process. Therefore, it goes
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beyond the feasible to accommodate large numbers of students with supported practice
placements and to teach an engaged community-based and advocacy-oriented practice or
even individual and collective empowerment. In many parts of Easter Europe the theories
of diversity are not taught at all and at some schools they remain solely theories without
practice.
The well-known quandary experienced in many local contexts with the word ‘empow-
erment’ is a symptom of how the theories travel and become local specific. In Slovenia,
empowerment is officially translated as ‘krepitev moči’ (strengthen the power) (Videmšek
2014), which does not recognise historically founded oppression and the existence of un-
just social structures including the welfare ones. Similarly, where the word ‘diversity’ is
used, it most often means ‘the difference’ and ‘difference’ is mostly understood as oth-
erness. When social work students or professionals express their respect towards diverse
human conditions, they say they respect ‘those who are different’. This is a highly nor-
mative understanding of diversity, because the idea of ‘being different’ encompasses all
conditions and appearances which are seen as not ‘normal’.
Social work education, therefore, mostly fails to lead the students to make some major
paradigm shifts in thinking and to take a critical stance about the normative construction
of normality which is mostly constructed and transmitted by a common sense old-fash-
ioned medical, psychological, pedagogical and social work knowledge about the lives of
the service users and their decisions.
Contextualising social work education in Eastern Europe
After the change of the political regimes in 1991, the region of Eastern Europe faced frag-
mentation due to ethnic wars, massive economic crises, migration and the appearance of
state building among the former Soviet Union and Yugoslav republics alongside interna-
tional political players (World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, and institutions of
the European Union) which influenced economic life and social policy/legislation of the
countries in the region.
The ‘emergency welfare state’ (Inglot 2009) processes after 1991 included new social
policy legislation and the development of the mixed system of social services (govern-
mental, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and private). The times of economic
liberalisation were harsh for most Eastern European countries and for the majority of
people (Jäppinen et al. 2011; Bessudnov et al, 2011). The existing industries and state en-
terprises collapsed and a period of enormous unemployment, among men, women and
ethnic minorities (especially Russian in the Baltic countries, and Roma people in the
Czech Republic, Slovakia, Slovenia, Croatia, Romania, Hungary and Bulgaria) started to
dominate everyday life. Poverty expanded and has remained the central fact of life. It has
affected most heavily the rural areas of the region, from where people migrated to the
capital cities, or from more eastern parts of the region towards the Western parts, and
from more southern parts towards the north (from central Asia to Russia; from Ukraine to
Poland; from Kosovo and Albania to Croatia and Slovenia). In Albania, rates of poverty in
rural areas are almost 70% higher than in the capital city (Ymeraj 2007).
People faced many breaks in their everyday routine: privatisation of publicly created
goods and services during state socialism (kindergartens, local health centres, factories);
flexibility of labour and consequently unemployment after a long period of full employ-
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ment; early retirements of a huge number of workers in some countries; ethnic conflicts
and wars; economic migration and consequently the transformation of extended family
care systems and family life; the development of huge economic inequalities (‘the new
rich’); and the return of religious powers as the key political and social players in secu-
larised societies. Eastern European countries moved from the period of state socialism to
the era of neoliberalism. Vanhuysse (2009) has observed that the large-scale early retire-
ment of Eastern European workers in Poland and the Czech Republic during the 1990s
was a deliberate governmental strategy against potential workers’ resistance and protest
towards the neoliberal reforms from a decade ago. Many researchers show that the inter-
national financial institutions heavily influenced national governments’ decision-making
in the economic and social policy areas and worked towards the neoliberalisation of the
whole region (Deacon et al. 2007).
Violent ethnic conflicts (Croatia, Macedonia, Georgia), ethnic wars (Armenia, Azer-
baijan, Chechnya), ethnic cleansing and mass killings (Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo)
which appeared almost immediately after the fall of Yugoslavia and Soviet Union caused
deaths, disability, forced migration, a big number of refuges, internally displaced persons,
as well as voluntary and compulsory re-migration, increased poverty, trans-generational
losses and trauma. In Bosnia and Herzegovina 100,000–300,000 persons were killed and
out of 4.4 million population one million fled the country between 1992 and 1995 (Holiček
& Rašidagić 2007). Similarly, 850,000 persons fled from Kosovo in 1999 and 360,000
Kosovans sought refuge in neighbouring Macedonia which was about 17% of the whole
population of Macedonia (Mitev 2007; Cocozzelli 2007). After Kosovo proclaimed the
independent state in 2008, social work students disputed whether they were ethnically
‘Albanians’, ‘Moslems’ or ‘Kosovans’, and remained divided into three different ethnic
identities (personal notes, University of Pristine 2008). Georgia with less than 5 million
population has formally 250,000 internally displaced persons, and half of them still today
live in Collective Living Centres (since the Russian occupation of Abkhazia and South Os-
setia regions in 2008).
During state socialism, the 19th and 20th centuries’ primordial understandings of the
blood-kin relationship based on singular ethnic belonging were replaced by the pragmatic
communist ideology which suppressed the ethnic identity in order to construct again a
singular but new identity of a socialist proletariat. After 1991, ethnicity became for the vast
majority of people almost a ‘new’ political and social identity, not formally recognised and
mostly not individually lived for almost half of the 20th century. The imagined identities
were mobilised by political elites for a new political project of shifting the national and
state borders. The revival of the ideology of blood was criticised by many world human-
ists including Nelson Mandela, who expressed it very clearly: ‘They [the leaders] thought
through their blood and not through their brains’ (Crwys-Williams 2010, 25).
In 1992 the new Slovenian Government deprived more than 25,000 persons (official
holders of Yugoslav passports who came to Slovenia as economic immigrants) of their citi-
zenship rights and erased them from the register of permanent residents of the Republic of
Slovenia. They lost all social and political rights and were treated as illegal migrants vulner-
able to detention and deportation (Zorn 2009). In the Baltic countries, too, the exclusion
of the internal ‘others’ (the Russian ethnic minority) helped to construct seemingly ethni-
cally homogeneous states.
Roma people, who are today the largest ethnic minority in Europe, have suffered se-
verely during the last 20 years. There are nine to 12 million Roma people in the region,
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most of them in Romania (2.5 million). The figures are estimates and include people
who have defined their ethnicity as Roma during national censuses and those who have
not (mostly because of racism). Roma men have lost their jobs due to the closing down
of heavy industry and their poor education. Additionally, they have lost the alternative
sources of earning (e.g. collecting iron, plastic bottles, simple craft, music) and remained
largely without income, dependent on social assistance money. Many Roma fled ethnic
wars. In Kosovo, for instance, Roma villages were burnt after the war, as the local pop-
ulation deemed the Roma as Serb collaborators. Many of them became asylum seekers,
illegal migrants and long-term homeless. Unemployment levels among Roma people in all
countries of Eastern Europe are extremely high, currently ranging from 60–90%. Roma
women are transgenerationally marginalised, living mostly in segregated settlements that
they hardly leave. They are unemployed, sometimes illiterate, but receive welfare assistance
if they have children. Regardless of whether they have small or large Roma populations,
all Eastern European countries articulate from moderate to extreme nationalist rhetoric
against Roma peoples, some ethnically motivated hate speech and violent attacks against
Roma settlements (Vermeersch & Ram 2009). The ethnic hatred has been a product
of a long history of exclusion in the pre-communist period, during communism (since
Roma lacked long-term industrial employment, they were categorised into the lowest class
among socialist citizens, and called the lumpen-proletariat) and continues today.
Economic crises and the neoliberal transformation of the national governments, made
thousands of people migrate to Western countries to seek jobs and support those who
stayed in their country of origins. In Albania (3.1 million population) a quarter of its pop-
ulation (mostly young men) left the country between 1990 and 2005 mostly to Greece and
Italy (Ymeraj 2007). Thousands of women from Ukraine and Lithuania have become care
workers and are today part of the phenomena known as ‘global motherhood’ (Ehrenreich
& Hochschild 2003). They care for the family of the employer abroad while providing eco-
nomic care for their families at home, especially their children. In Germany there are about
200,000 female care workers from Eastern Europe with more than 30,000 from Lithuania.
In the Ukraine, some estimates show that in every third family at least one female member
is a migrant worker abroad (Tolstokorova 2010).
Remittances from Eastern European emigrants have become either a crucial income
source or the only family income which helps numerous families to survive. Only recently
has the large-scale female migration become a governmental concern. In Lithuania, the
mass media speaks about the immigration of large numbers of women while in the
Ukraine social workers and other social service professionals speak about the ‘Italian syn-
drome’ (abandoned and lonely children but with monthly income from their mothers
working mostly in Italy). Some creative responses by social workers were developed to sup-
port children who are left alone. For instance, Lithuania introduced temporary guardian-
ship for grandparents who care for children of migrant workers (Malinauskas 2011). Not
only relatives, but also friends, neighbours and school teachers provide some social par-
enthood for these children. Social parenthood has become a reality for a growing number
of adults and children (Zaviršek 2009b).
Nevertheless, many researchers express concern that, in poorer Eastern European
countries, the system of home care is entirely based on the unpaid care work of the family
members, mostly women, who are today leaving home to seek paid care work abroad
(Prochazkova & Schmid 2009). Older people who are left alone can neither afford to pay
state-run nursing homes nor even more expensive private ones. In some countries social
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workers are involved in poorly paid community-based home assistance services for the el-
derly.
Social work and the needs of people living in Eastern Europe
Since the individual was subsumed by the collective, and social policy served the goals of
the communist states, social work education has traditionally focused on the theories of
collective social justice and equality. The consequence is that social work theories of eco-
nomic and social justice and the universal social protection are still more represented than
the theories of diversity, self-determination and the understanding of human rights from
the universalist-particularist perspective. The key epistemological challenges are under-
standing of diversity, empowerment and the shift from formal participation towards the
actual one.
The delivery of social assistance money to people who are unemployed, poor families,
ethnic minorities, elders and persons with disabilities is the main part of social workers’
activities. In wealthier countries in the region with a wide range of long-established gov-
ernmental institutions and community-based welfare services (day centres for people
with multiple diagnoses, sheltered workshops, crises centres for children in need, family-
helpers system, women refuges and the group homes for people with mental health prob-
lems and other disabilities) social workers provide placements to these institutions and
organise payment contracts usually covered by local municipalities, the state and the per-
son and his or her relatives. Most of the welfare facilities are located in the cities and people
from rural areas hardly reach them or must send relatives far away from home to long-
stay institutions. Since the economic crises after 2008 and radical cuts in social protection
in national states by the international financial organisations, even more social work ac-
tivities are focused on social transfer delivery, and fewer activities happen in the area of
community development.
Many types of welfare organisations, styles of work and approaches have remained
the same until the present, e.g. long-stay institutions for disabled people despite pilot pro-
jects on deinstitutionalisation; the denial of most legal and actual rights of children with
intellectual disabilities; the non-existence of independent advocacy work especially for
children; the denial of self-determination of service users; and absence of social action
approaches in deprived communities. At the same time, many social work educators,
students and social workers have been involved in the process of deinstitutionalisation
(funded and often initiated by the Western donors), which most often got stuck half-way
due to the lack of local governmental support and lack of adequate professional support
for carers (Anghel 2011; Russell & Iarskaia-Smirnova 2013).
The local and international NGOs cover many different social work areas. Especially
in the countries of the former Soviet Union and the south-east of Europe, social work in-
novations were only possible with the use of the international money (violence against
women and support for victims of rape, the development of personal assistance projects
and independent living of persons with severe disabilities, deinstitutionalisation initiatives
especially for children, cooperatives for people with long-term mental health problems,
support services for mothers with a child with impairments, counselling for stigmatised
LGBT people, medical aid and counselling for people affected with HIV and AIDS, and
projects against human trafficking). In Belarus, disability activists try to make the govern-
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ment sign the UN Convention of the Rights of People with Disabilities and a well-known
organisation for the prevention of women’s slavery, La Strada, works across the borders of
Russia, Belarus and Ukraine against women’s and children’s trafficking.
Local and international NGOs usually work in Roma settlements, mostly organising
different projects with children and sometimes doing women’s empowerment work. Chil-
dren’s maltreatment and the early marriages of Roma girls as well as violence against Roma
women are the areas which are avoided and silenced by social workers as much as by the
general public. A small number of gojim (non-Roma) social workers have developed a
strong relationship of trust with the Roma and there are innovative projects in Bulgaria
and Romania, where international NGOs together with social work students and local peo-
ple set up Roma cooperatives in their settlements.
The economic crises and the neoliberal governments across the region have today
caused more poverty among the retired workers, single-headed households, the elderly,
people with disabilities and elderly single women. The consequence is that the religious or-
ganisations and the staff without academic education started to offer ‘social work’ services.
These organisations have become the only anchor for people in extreme poverty. It seems
like two parallel processes exist in the region: on the one hand, the academisation of social
work and on the other the growing number of organisations practising charitable activi-
ties that are replacing the state social work services and professional support. The revival
of the religious social services can be observed across the entire region. Church power has
been re-established ideologically and economically after states returned some (or even all,
like in Slovenia) of its confiscated property from the times before communism. Despite the
regained power of the religious institutions which suffered persecutions during the com-
munist era, the religious authorities see themselves as the victims of the former political
regime and in need of compensation for previous atrocities. With the increased neoliber-
alisation the state abandonment of people in need of social assistance money, housing and
other forms of support, the church got involved in social welfare work by ‘serving the poor’
(religious kitchens, help for families with many children, the elderly, the disabled, individ-
ual counselling).
At the same time, the religious authorities became front-runners in morally driven de-
bates and are together with the leading political parties responsible for the increased level
of intolerance and violence across Eastern Europe. In November 2013 the Patriarch of the
Georgian Orthodox Church prohibited the local NGO to open a shelter for homeless fam-
ilies in the capital city Tbilisi. The organisation called Identoba (‘Identitiy’) has become
known for its liberal views on same-sex partnerships and the promotion of the equal rights
of LGBT community members. Religious spokesmen publicly condemned members of the
NGO, claiming that their progressive attitude towards sexuality was dangerous and would
negatively influence the homeless children under their care. Identoba got hundreds of
anonymous threats from people across the country, which eventually stopped them open-
ing the first shelter for homeless people and families in the country (Robakidze 2013; D.
Zaviršek, personal communication, 23 November 2013, Tbilisi). Between 2009 and 2012
the Catholic Church in Slovenia started a campaign against the government proposal of
the new Family Act which was meant to disallow physical punishment of children by par-
ents and carers, give more rights to children with intellectual disabilities, and equalise
families of same-sex parents with heterosexual ones. The ideological church campaign fol-
lowed by right wing supporters constructed gay people as dangerous paedophiles, who
posed a threat not only to an individual child but to the health of the nation as a whole (Za-
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viršek & Sobočan 2012). The proposed Act was banned. Similarly in Croatia the Catholic
Church and the right wing parties succeeded in preventing a national referendum on a
similar matter in December 2013. Those who attended it were in fact the minority of the
national voting pool, but most of them supported the religious claim, saying that the con-
stitutional changes should clearly define the marriage as only possible between a man and
a woman (Ugrešić 2014). All of these examples show that Eastern Europe remains the zone
of sameness, where diversity and difference are seen to be a threat to the homogeneous.
Social work theories and social work schools don’t necessarily challenge such values.
Social work is seen, rather, as a neutral profession which helps, assesses, transfers, evalu-
ates, measures, but does not criticise the existing social order and, with rare exceptions,
does not teach social work students to become critical of social inequalities and injustices.
Conclusions
Social work education as well as social work practice in the region is very diverse and
varies from a descriptive normative transmitting of knowledge about welfare systems, leg-
islation and formal social work tasks prescribed by the national ministries and the political
parties in power to critical teaching of distributive and recognitional justice.
When social work teachers and professionals from the region want to contextualise
their professional activities, they most often use an expression that they work and live in
a society which is in a transition. The ‘transition’ has become a cover-word which can
be translated in variety of ways: as the justification of the given situation of economic
hardship, an excuse for poor practice and services, and as an expression of a fatalistic
world-view where little can be changed. Eastern Europe and its social work teaching and
practice seem to be in ‘transition’ for decades or at least for more than 20 years. Never-
theless, the recent social protests of students, social workers and the general public which
started in 2012 and are spreading across many countries (Ukraine, Bosnia and Herzegov-
ina, Kosovo, Slovenia and Croatia) speak very loudly against the local elites as well as the
neoliberal power-players and government cuts of social transfers and salaries, and are ad-
vocating for diversity and democratic changes in societies including at the universities.
These social movements are today re-shaping the post-communist Eastern Europe coun-
tries as well as their social work educational institutions and welfare practices.
References
Anghel, R. (2011). Transition within transition: how young people learn to leave behind institutional
care whilst their carers are stuck in neutral. Children and Youth Services Review, 33(12): 2526–31.
Bessudnov, A., McKee, M. & Stuckler, D. (2011). Inequalities in male mortality by occupational class,
perceived status and education in Russia 1994–2006. European Journal of Public Health, 22(3):
332–37.
Cocozzelli, F. (2007). Kosovo. In B. Deacon & P. Stubbs (eds), Social policy and international
interventions in South East Europe (pp. 203–20). Cheltenham, MA: Edward Elgar.
Crwys-Williams, J. (ed.) (2005). In the words of Nelson Mandela. Johannesburg: Penguin.
Deacon, B., Lendvai, N. & Stubbs, P. (2007). Conclusion. In B. Deacon & P. Stubbs (eds), Social policy
and international interventions in South East Europe (pp. 221–42). Cheltenham, MA: Edward Elgar.
Global social work
280
Ehrenreich, B. & Hochschild, A.R. (eds) (2003). Global woman: nannies, maids and sex workers in the
new economy. London: Granta Books.
Hering, S. & Waaldijk, B. (2006). Helfer der armen – hueter der oeffentlichkeit. Die Wohlfahrtsgeschichte
Osteuropas 1900–1960. Opladen, Germany: Barbara Budrich.
Hering, S. & Waaldijk, B. (eds) (2003). History of social work in Europe (1900–1960). Opladen, Germany:
Leske + Budrich.
Holiček, R. & Rašidagić, E. K. (2007). Bosnia and Herzegovina. In B. Deacon & P. Stubbs (eds), Social
policy and international interventions in South East Europe (pp. 149–66). Cheltenham, MA: Edward
Elgar.
Iarskaia-Smirnova, E. (2013). Social work in post-socialist countries: divergence and common ground.
In H. Homfeldt, C. Bähr, C. Schröder, W. Schröer & C. Schweppe (eds), Weltatlas soziale arbeit.
Weinheim. Munich: BELTZ Juventa.
Inglot, T. (2009). Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland and Slovakia: adaptation and reform of the
post-communist ‘emergency welfare states’. In A. Cerami & P. Vanhuysse (eds), Post-communist
welfare pathways. Theorizing social policy transformations in central and Eastern Europe. Hampshire,
NY: Palgrave.
Jäppinen, M., Kulmala, M. & Saarinen, A. (eds) (2011). Gazing at welfare, gender and agency in
post-socialist countries. Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing.
Malinauskas, G. (2011). This child is also mine: a narrative approach to the phenomenon of atypical
custodial grandparenthood. Rovaniemi: Lapland University Press.
Mitev, G.M. (2007). Macedonia. In B. Deacon & P. Stubbs (eds), Social policy and international
interventions in South East Europe (pp. 130–48). Cheltenham, MA: Edward Elgar.
Prochazkova, L. & Schmid, T. (2009). Homecare aid: a challenge for social policy research. In S. Ramon
& D. Zaviršek (eds), Critical edge issues in social work and social policy (pp. 139–64). Ljubljana,
Slovenia: FSD.
Rasell, M. & Iarskaia-Smirnova, E. (eds) (2013). Disability in Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union.
Abingdon: Routledge.
Robakidze, A. (2013). Controversy over NGO homeless shelter, The Messenger, 14 November, pp. 1, 4.
Rutgers University Center for International Social Work (2008). Social work education and the practice
environment in Europe and Eurasia. United Stated Agency for International Development
(USAID). Retrieved on 1 February 2014 from crin.org/docs/
Best%20Practices%20in%20Social%20Work%20_final_121008.pdf.
Schilde, K. & Schulte, D. (eds) (2005). Need and care: glimpses into the beginnings of Eastern Europe’s
professional welfare. Opladen: Barbara Budrich.
Sladojević, D. (2012), Nezaposlenost u BiH duplo veća nego u Grčkoj. Nezavisne novine. Retrieved on
February 2014 from www.nezavisne.com/novosti/drustvo/
Nezaposlenost-u-BiH-duplo-veca-nego-u-Grckoj-145761.html.
Tolstokorova, A. (2010). Where have all the mothers gone? Anthropology of the East Europe Review, 28:
184–214.
Ugrešić, D. (2014). Fašizacija Hrvatske več je izvedena [The fashization of Croatia has happened
already]. Radio Free Europe, 17 February. Retrieved on 1 February 2014 from
www.slobodnaevropa.org/content/ugresic-za-rse-fasizacija-hrvatske-vec-je-izvedena/
25187616.html.
Vanhuysse, P. (2009). Power, order and the politics of social policy in Central and Eastern Europe. In A.
Cerami & P. Vanhuysse (ed.), Post-communist welfare pathways. Theorizing social policy
transformations in Central and Eastern Europe (pp. 53–72). Hampshire, NY: Palgrave.
Vermeersch, P. & Ram, M. H. (2009). The Roma. In B. Rechel (ed.), Minority rights in Central and
Eastern Europe (pp. 61–75). London: Routledge.
Videmšek, P. (2014). From definition to action: empowerment as a tool for change in social work
practice. In A.L. Matthies & L. Uggerhoj (eds), Participation, marginalisation and welfare services.
Concepts, politics and practices across European countries (pp. 86–105). Farnham: Ashgate.
20 Social work education in Eastern Europe
281
Ymeraj, A. (2007). Albania. In B. Deacon & P. Stubbs (eds), Social policy and international interventions
in South East Europe (pp. 187–202). Cheltenham, MA: Edward Elgar.
Zaviršek, D. (2012). Women and social work in Central and Eastern Europe. In J. Regulska & B.G. Smith
(eds), Women and gender in postwar Europe: from Cold War to European Union (pp. 52–70).
London: Routledge.
Zaviršek, D. (2009a). Can development of the doctoral studies in social work resist the neo-liberalism
within academia? Some comparisons. In S. Ramon & D. Zaviršek (eds), Critical edge issues in social
work and social policy. Comparative research perspective (pp. 219–37). Ljubljana: FSD.
Zaviršek, D. (2009b). Between blood and care: social parenthood as the enlargement of the concept of
parenthood in the current societies. Socialno delo, 48: 3–16.
Zaviršek, D. (2008). Engendering social work education under state socialism in Yugoslavia. British
Journal of Social Work, 38(4): 734–50.
Zaviršek, D. (2005). ‘You will teach them some, socialism will do the rest!’ The history of social work
education 1945–1960. In K. Schilde & D. Schulte (eds), Need and care: glimpses into the beginnings
of Eastern Europe’s professional welfare (pp. 237–74). Opladen: Barbara Budrich.
Zaviršek, D. & Sobočan, A.M. (2012). Rainbow families go to school. Perspectives of children, parents and
teachers. Ljubljana, Slovenia: FSD.
Zorn, J. (2009). A case for Slovene nationalism: initial citizenship rules and the erasure. Nations and
Nationalism, 15(2): 280–98.
Global social work
282
